MARC FORMATS ARE CULTURALLY SPECIFIC
As mentioned, librarians in various European and American countries have in the past developed different MARC formats to suit their particular needs. Since Arabic books have peculiarities not generally found in European or American imprints, and therefore not envisaged by the creators of USMARC or of other Western MARC codes, it follows that Arab librarians too require a distinctive MARC format. Thus begins the argument in favour of Arabic MARC. More reasonable, however, is it to argue that there exist different MARC formats because, at the time when they were being developed, the idea of international bibliographic resource-sharing was still too far over the horizon. Whilst national standards for machine-readable cataloguing have served librarians well over the years, there can be little doubt that the adoption of a single international standard from the start would have greatly benefited all, had the vision but existed. For many years Canada had its own MARC format. Now it has merged its format with USMARC. In Britain most libraries continue to use UKMARC as their standard, most but not all. In Oxford for example, the Bodleian Library, one of the five direct beneficiaries of legal deposit in the United Kingdom, has long preferred USMARC in its catalogues over the national standard. Clearly, in this case, there is no strong reason why the bibliographic data for British books must be held in UKMARC when USMARC can be just as effective. Indeed, progress towards the merging of these two formats, whilst slow, nevertheless goes on, with harmonisation already achieved in the area of authority control records.
ARABISATION OF SUBFIELD TAGS AND INFORMATION CODES
For most people, 'Arabic MARC' appears to mean replacing the Latin characters used in subfields tags (e.g. $a=$/alif/, $c=$/ jim/) and similarly in the information codes of the 008 field (e.g. "sy"=/sin//waw/, "ara"=/'ayn//ra'//ba'/). Whilst this sounds acceptable in principle, in practice it is wasteful for a number of reasons. First, it would require either one set of cataloguers to learn and apply two different sets of coding depending on the script of the item in hand, or else two sets of cataloguers to be trained to handle materials in one script only. By the same token it would require the automated catalogue system to manipulate data coded in two different ways. Otherwise, since libraries in the USA use a single format regardless of the script of the item in hand, the system would accept only data with Arabic MARC tags and information codes, requiring every record imported from outside the Arab world to be converted to the new Arabic MARC standard from their equivalents in USMARC or some other format.
In practice, however, the Arabic MARC codes would only ever be used for Arabic-script materials, since it is highly unlikely that libraries would seek to alter the codes on each and every imported Latin-script record. Why? Because creating the tables for converting records between MARC formats would be a highly time-consuming and also prohibitively expensive undertaking.
The most likely result of adopting this course of action would be unnecessarily to perpetuate script and not subject as the primary means of classifying human knowledge in Arab libraries, even if no longer on the shelf but only in the server's memory. Furthermore, the reverse conversion programme would also be needed for these records to be usable outside the Arab world, thereby hindering rather than facilitating worldwide access to Arabic bibliographic data and ultimately to Arab learning.
EXPANDING THE LIST OF GEOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION CODES
Another suggestion for Arabic MARC is that it should include more specific Arab geographical information codes for use in the 008 field. These would be analogous to the codes in USMARC for individual states of the USA or the former Yugoslavia, or for the four parts of the United Kingdom. So, in Egypt, for example, one would have a code for each of the governorates. Again, this sounds fine and fair in principle, but it begs the question: How many titles need to be published in Sohag or in Manoufiya to make searching data in the mandatory 260 imprint field intolerably inefficient as an alternative? Rather than wait while a new MARC format had been created, would it not be simpler to introduce a new local field assigned by each Arab national library or, better still, an agreed regional field, along with a list of associated geographical codes, and leave the 008 field be?
CORRECT REPRESENTATION OF 'AL-' IN NAME HEADINGS
One area where MARC coding may be seen as a real issue is in relation to the non-filing 'al-' at the beginning of Arabic-language names (e.g. al-Jahiz, al-Munazzamah al-'Arabiyah lilTanmiyah al-Sina'iyah). The strength of feeling on the inability of USMARC to represent correctly this prefix can run so high that on occasion one hears the format described as 'antiArabic.' Whilst this view is understandable, it is nevertheless false. USMARC was devised not as a snub to Arab culture but in order to capture bibliographic data relating to collections in American libraries and to facilitate exchange between them. If anything has dictated the structure of USMARC it is surely the unsurprising fact is that most library materials in the USA are in English and not in Arabic or Spanish or French or Chinese, or any other language. Indeed, it is worth noting that, even for works in English, neither USMARC nor UKMARC permit the analogous non-filing article 'A' or 'The' to be represented at the start of uniform titles, or in author/title subject headings, for example: 600.1 $aDickens, Charles,$c1812-1870.$tTale of two cities# and not 'A tale of two cities', as the author wrote it. Clearly then, USMARC is not anti-Arabic or any other language; it merely falls short of perfection, as do all other existing MARC formats, and as would any attempt to develop a new MARC format including Arabic. To believe otherwise is to ignore human nature. No man-made system is perfect; and it is surely in recognition of this fact that the Machine-Readable Bibliographic Information Committee (http:/ /www.ala.org/alcts/organization/div/marbi/marbi.html) exists to consider proposals to improve USMARC. Seen in this light, the issue ceases to be one of cultural or linguistic specificity or insensitivity but instead one of relative success and failure, of which we all have experience.
ARABIC SUBJECT HEADINGS IN USMARC
It is for the sake of consistency and ease of data exchange that USMARC requires that the correct fields be used for particular types of data. So, whilst the 650 field, in combination with second indicator '4', may be used for any published corpus of Arabic subject headings like Khazindar, such use does not solve the problem of the initial 'al-' which applies equally to such headings in an automated environment. Either one leaves the 'al-' in, with the effect that perhaps half the headings in one's subject index are filed under /alif//lam/, or one omits it, laying oneself open to the charge of being grammatically incorrect. Though the second is perhaps the more logical and the more useful, neither option is particularly desirable. The solution must therefore be either to lobby hard for the USMARC standard to incorporate an additional indicator in 650 fields, allowing the initial 'al-' to be non-filing or to adopt a local or regional solution to the problem.
One such local or regional solution could be to use fields in the 690s for Arabic subject headings. This would give cataloguing institutions the freedom to adopt a new subfield similar to that used in the British Library for the retrospective conversion of a 1970-1979 (i.e. pre-AACR2) romanised Arabic catalogue into a local MARC format. Unfettered by the constraints of the UKMARC standard, it was possible to introduce an extra subfield in all personal and corporate name fields for the insertion of the non-filing characters, for example: 100.1 $nal-$aJahiz, 'Amr ibn Bahr# 110.2 $nal-$aMunazzamah al-'Arabiyah lil-Tanmiyah alSina'iyah# Used with subject headings, such coding would produce fields like the following:
$nal-$a'Alam al-'Arabi$nal-$xTanmiyah al-iqtisadiyah#
filing under the words 'Alam' and 'Tanmiyah' of the $a and $x subfields respectively. More recently a MARBI discussion paper (http://lcweb.loc.gov/marc/marbi/dp/dp118.html) favours use of control characters rather than subfields: $a{al-'}Alam al-'Arabi$x{al-}Tanmiyah al-iqtisadiyah# Before proceeding, it is useful to remind oneself again: what many may view as a deficiency of USMARC regarding the grammatical representation of Arabic subject headings in particular is in fact not so. It arises equally for English-language subject headings, for example:
$aUnited States#

COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS
Some may still be asking, 'But what's wrong with creating one's own format?' They are unwilling to accept the fact that the days are gone when having one's own MARC format, like a distinctive costume, may have been a point of national pride. Outside the Arab world, experience has led librarians to recognise that the costs of sticking steadfastly to a separate national standard considerably outweigh the benefits of sharing cataloguing resources. The mood now is for harmonisation.
Devising a new system costs inordinate amounts of time and money compared to the simple translation of existing manuals (especially when one considers that USMARC is already routinely used in most major Arab libraries for cataloguing Western-language publications). Nor are the costs solely related to the drafting of, and agreeing on, a new set of codes, the production of manuals from scratch and the retraining of professional staff. Running two formats in parallel inevitably increases the risk of inconsistencies and errors also, which take time and cost money to correct. And if left uncorrected, these errors will go on to cost the users time by compromising the efficiency of their searching and gaining access to the collections.
BIBLIOGRAPHIC DATA AS CURRENCY
It has been repeated many times that USMARC is not a perfect system. Of course it is not. However, if one views bibliographic records as a kind of currency then, just as it is easier to give someone anywhere in the world an idea of the price of something then one quotes an amount in US dollars rather than in Moroccan dirhams or Belgian francs, so too with data in the USMARC format. They have a value beyond the boundaries of the USA; they circulate and, again like US dollars, are exchangeable worldwide.
MARC CODES ARE ARBITRARY
Whatever the benefits of creating a new MARC format, they are not sufficiently large as to justify the huge costs of development. For, no matter how interesting a project it would be to work on, like USMARC, any new Arabic MARC format is bound to be imperfect. Of course, one can guess at the English-language origins of certain of the subfield tags and a larger proportion of the information codes. However, the choice on the whole is, to all intents and purposes, arbitrary. Whether Latin characters or dollar signs, they carry no cultural or political values but merely function to separate data in a way helpful -but always invisible -to the end-user. And it is worth emphasising this fact, that the final product of any such project, that is the Arabic subfield tags and codes, will forever remain hidden from the end-user.
Although we sometimes anthropomorphise computers, calling them 'smart' and 'intelligent' like ourselves, in fact the library systems which process bibliographic data are completely ignorant of culture, just as our stomachs are of the country of origin of the nutrients we eat. What any given library system may display on screen as Latin or Arabic characters, once entered into the system's memory, out of sight of the cataloguer, is invariably stored as a simple binary number.
In such a case, is it really worthwhile to make a substantial resource commitment in order to enable, for the sake of argument, the CHR$097 (i.e. 'a') belonging to a '$a' subfield tag to be replaced by CHR$177 (i.e. /alif/) for display purposes? Or would it be more sensible and more useful to write a programme mapping the limited number of coded variables in ASCII from the USMARC 008, 041, etc. fields to an identical number of Arabic search commands in natural language?
COMPLEXITY OF ARABIC BIBLIOGRAPHIC CONTROL
So, if the choice of characters for subfield tags and information codes is arbitrary, what about the specific issue of whether or not the creation of a new format can be warranted on the grounds that the bibliographic control of Arabic books is significantly different from, or more complex than, that of Western-language books? Points most often raised in favour of this argument relate to the complex nature of Arab personal names, especially for authors of the classical period, the frequent lack of consistency in quoting publishers' details, or the tendency on the part of some publishers conveniently to exploit an ambiguity in Arabic bibliographic terminology and to pass a reprint (tab'ah) off as though it were a new edition (tab'ah). Yes, these present problems for bibliographers of Arabic materials, but they are problems more of cataloguing than of coding. And surely they are no more complex in themselves than issues arising out of a great many early European-language imprints? On the contrary, the widespread use of USMARC would immediately begin to facilitate the control and sharing of bibliographic data from the Persian Gulf to the Atlantic Ocean. It would constitute a pragmatic turnkey solution not for tomorrow but for today. And underpinning all the arguments in favour is the undeniable fact that Arabic bibliographic data in USMARC format, albeit until recently only available in romanised form, have already been in circulation in the United States and elsewhere for around thirty years.
BEGINNING
And so, finally, to begin. But how? Simply by deans and directors of academic and other major libraries and information centres around the Arab world taking a decision based on cool consideration of the costs and benefits involved. On the one hand they should add up the costs of funding the creation of a new MARC, taking care not to underestimate all the delays that would entail, the additional training, programming and systems costs, and the increased risk of errors; and on the other hand they should add up the costs of translating the manual for an existing system, which could be applied immediatelyif it is not already -to Arabic-script materials and with a minimum of training, and thereafter the chance to participate in the process of improving it. And as for the benefits, the deans must decide whether the possibility of displaying MARC codes on screen in Arabic script at some time in the future outweighs offering a better level of service to users now with the possibility of improving it as one goes along. Remember, there is nothing in the rules of the format to prevent USMARC users from creating local fields to suit their particular needs, or indeed to prevent local fields becoming agreed regionally if sufficient user libraries so decide.
Simply put therefore, for all of us with a keen professional interest in the continuing improvement and success of Arabic bibliography, the options are either: to move forward; or, to mark time.
